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INTRODUCTION

The novel probably comes closer to the lives of
modern men than any other type of literature. 1
The growing popularity of the novel in modern society calls the
attention of students of literature to the variety of types of the novel.
This thesis is an attempt to define philosophical criteria for the
stream-of-consciousness novel and to explain its techniques and the
application of these techniques by Virginia Woolf.

Her themes are

significant, and the delicacy of her art gives her a permanent place
in the history of fiction.
The significance of fiction in the modern world can hardly be overestimated.

It is not only the single literary form to compete for pop-

ularity with the film and the radio; it is the only one in which, by consensus of critical opinion, a great deal of distinguished work is being
produced.

The number of good novelists today is certainly larger than

that of good dramatists or poets.

2

Modern fiction reflects both constructive and disintegrating phases
of contemporary society.

One of the chief sources of pleasure in reading

fiction is its satisfaction of our desire to know about ourselves as we

1Edward Wagenknecht, Cavalcade of the English Novel.
Henry Holt and Company, 1 943), p. xvll.

(New York:

2Edwin B. Burgum, !.!:= Novel and the World's Dilemma.
Oxford University Press, 194 7), p. 3.

(New York:

2

function together in society.

Unlike a work of science or philosophy,

a work of art is not a structure or ideas determined by some rational
method or abstraction from experience.

It is rather a reproduction of

experience itself, as a pattern of sensory impressions, the meanings
of w hich are not so much stated as inferred.
isolate aspects of our basic integration.

It cannot, like science,

Dependent directly upon that

integration, it can only disclose its quality, its presence or its absence,
in life itself.

3

The impositions of philosophy upon fiction in our day, though they
afford an idealogical form, are unable to provide a parallel clarity of
characterization.

A sort of clarity there is, to be sure in the personal-

ity as well as in the form; but it is, like the form, the deduction from
analysis, rather than from contact with the whole and the functioning
pers onality in real life.

The decadence of personality in real life is not

so extreme as in many novels, whose methods often rely on such an extent upon the subjective and the unconscious as almost altogether omit
presentation of the immediate surface of experience.

Novelists who re-

j ect the surface make difficult reading because they fail to achieve the
dynamic characterization of the whole personality in all its aspects.

3

Ibid., p. 9.

4 Ibid. , p. 11.

4

3

The period of twenty-five year s between the outbreak of the First
World War and the beginning of the S econd World War brought a sharp
contrast to the serenity and complacency of the Victorian Era.

The

First World War came as a terrific shock to a society that had felt itself permanently freed from the barbarousness o f wholesale destruction of life and devastation of property.

The hope that this was the war

to end war and to save the world for democracy furnished the necessar y
moral justification for four years of suffering and sacrifice .

The mili-

tary triumph achieved by England and her allies in 1918 was followed by
a period of reaction, at first, hopeful and optimistic, and later, sceptical and cynical.
solved.

The end of the war created as many problems as it

There developed a tendency to question the ethical and social

ideas and standards of prewar society, hence, the rise of realism. 5
The years immediately following the wa r offered more than relaxing, light reading.

Inevitably the tensions and anxieties of w ar orig i-

nated a fiction peculiar to itself.

There were years of scientific mate-

tialism which induced a state of mind both critical and sceptical.
had failed as an instrument of human betterment.

Science

Men were sadder even

though w iser, and science had provided no checks for the unlimited powers.

5

wm Vaughn Moody, A History of English Literature.
Charles S cribners' S ons, 1956) , pp. 420-4 21.

(New York:

4

of destruction it had made available.

To a skeptical generation , scien-

tific knowledge was alone acceptable, but faith in science as a means of
obtaining general human happiness was lacking.
Lovett,

6

According to Professor

"The loss of faith in knowledge emphasizes the already felt in-

adequacy of naturalism as an aesthetic creed.

In consequence, the pur-

suit of reality takes the only other possible road, that of the exploration
of consciousness".

The exploration of consciousness was not the main

direction of English fiction during the years 1919-1929, for during these
years "sophistication" - a more direct offshoot of scientific skepticism
and despair was the vogue.

Even though the vogue was sophistication,

the recent revelations of psychoanalysis were novel and stiumlating.
Writers could speak of complexes, unfulfilled desires, compensations,
frustrations and wish fulfillments with expectations that the terms would
seem neither strange nor barbarous to their readers.

The conclusions

of psychoanaly sis were assumed by writers who would avoid the appellation "Victorian 11 •

Stream-of-consciousnes s

and free association

fundamentally affected the techniques of several important writers,
Virginia Woolf being among them.

7

Therefore the subject of this thesis

6 R. S. Lovett and Helen Hughes, The History~ the Novel in England.
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company , 1922), p . 414.
7 William C. Frierson, The English Novel in Transition.
University of Oklahoma Press, 1942 ), pp. 211-213.

(Norman:

5

is basically concerned with revealing the treatment of stream-of-con
sciousness theme in Virginia Woolf's novels.

It now seems necessary to define some of the terms common to this
thesis.

These definitions are given to enhance the comprehension of the

reader in the writer's use of them.

Thrall

8

defines fiction as "a narra-

tive writing drawn from the imagination or fancy of the author rather
than from historical fact."
experience."

The novel, he defines as, "a story of human

The term, stream-of-consciousness, has many definitions

as it is studied by various authors, each giving his own interpretation to
the term and its implications.

All of the definitions are similar in some

respects and different in others.

9
Humphrey , defines stream-of-con -

sciousness as, "a type of fiction in which the emphasis is placed on the
exploration of the prespeech levels of consciousness."
1
Frierson O defines the stream-of-consciousness novel as "one which
has as its essential concern the exploitation of a wide area of consciousness, generally the entire area, of one or more characters.

11

8 william F. Thrall and Addison Hibbard, A Handbook to Literature.
(New York: Odyssey, 1936), p. 179.
9Robert Humphrey, Stream Of Consciousness in the Modern Novel.
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1954), p. 4.
lOF r1erson,
.
~ · c1·t . , p. 2 .

6

After carefully scrutinizing the works of many authors, Thrall's
definition for stream of consciousness was used as the basis of this
study.

Thrall

11

defines stream-o.f-consciousness as -

a variety of the psychological novel which is chiefly
concerned with chronicling the mind and thought of
the central character as that person passes through
a series of experiences - happenings which may to
the outside world seem very trivial but which to the
central figure of the story, assume a physical and
spiritual import most vital.
The writer I s purpose in making this study is to sharpen the insight
of the writer and the reader in the technique of this infrequently attempted
type of novel.

The writer feels that the stream-of-consciousness novel

which evolved from the so-called "new psychology" represented a fresh
approach by contemporary novelists who were not satisfied with the conventional or apparent show of life experiences and labored to bring a
new vitality into fiction.
It is felt by the writer that this study will broaden her knowledge of
the application of the stream-of-consciousness novel and serve as an aid
in the interpretation of the novels of Virginia Woolf, whose novels have
been considered difficult to understand.
This study is based upon the hypothesis that : Virginia Woolf in her
novels uses stream-of-consciousness as the predominant theme.

11 Thrall, op.~-,
·t
p. 423 ,

The

7

writer logically assumes:

(1) that the stream-of-consciousness novel

has certain distinct techniques and devices of development;

(2) that

the biographical backgrowid of Virginia Woolf had some influence upon
her performance as a stream-of-consciousness novelist;

(3) that the

novels, Jacob's Room,~• Dalloway, To The Lighthouse, and The
Waves illustrate the stream-of-consciousness technique.

The writer proposes to:
1.

clearly define and point out the characteristics of the
stream-of-consciousness novel;

2.

show the biographical factors influencing Virginia
Woolf's performance in the stream-of-consciousness
and

3.

show through the analysis of four novels, Jacob's Room,

-Mrs.

Dalloway, To The Lighthouse, and The Waves,

---

--

that these works exemplify the characteristics of the
stream-of-consciousness novel.
The research is limited to the four novels listed above, which the
writer will attempt to prove illustrate the stream-of-consciousness techniques.

The writer is aware of the other works of the author which do

not seem to fall into this class and therefore will not come within the
province of this study.

CHAPTER I

THE STREAM-OF-CONSCIOUSNESS NOVEL AND
ITS CHARACTERISTICS

The stream-of-consciousness novel is regarded as the most
characteristic aspect of twentieth century fiction.

Its inward turn-

ing to convey the flow of mental experience gives it the name by which
we know it.

The notion that it is the privilege, if not the duty, of a

novelist to explain the behavior of his principal characters by revealing what goes on in their minds became increasingly prevalent during
the second half of the 19th century.

1

The increasing attention given to psychology in English fiction
from the time of George Eliot makes it seem rather curious that the
remarkable twentieth century progress in the understanding of motivation has so little affected English novelists of the postwar period.

With

the concern of the postwar novelists in a factual universe, with the intensity of their search for what is genuine, with iconoclasm noised
abroad and the basic ideas of Freud virtually accepted, we might well
expect a fiction of painful and unconventional analysis.

What resulted

was stream-of-consciousness technique, a concern with subconscious
2
·
an d preconscious
vo1·t·
1 10n.

1 Gordon H. Gerould, The Pattern~ English~ American Fiction.
(Boston: D. C. Heath, 1942), 438.
2William C. Frierson, ~ English Novel in Transition, 1885-1940.
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1942), p. 213.

9

Shortly after the First World War a new literary technique gained
considerable favor.

It almost completely suppressed intervention by

the author and made possible what resembled "une tranche de vie
interieur,

11

*without commentary and explanation.

It was appropriately

referred to as monologue interieur or stream-of-consciousness; inevitably it invited comparison with the intimate monolo g ue of Browning
and Tennyson, and the recapitulative monologue of Proust.
Stream-of-consciousness, most familiar of the art forms in w h ich
the novelist seeks to reveal and elucidate individual personality and to
reproduce the actual sensation of living, runs through much realistic
and some romantic fiction.

The term stream-of-consciousness stems

back nearly half a century to the wide public recognition of William
James' Principles..£! Psychology, published in 1890.

Th.is book was one

of the transforming influences in education and in common life; and its
chapter "The Stream of Thought". offers an exact description of the
mental processes the stream-of-consciousness novel seeks to register.
Thie book expresses the doctrines most distinctive of James' psychological teaching: the conception of thought as a stream and the idea of
the compounding of consciousness.

These are the two touchstones in the

transformation of the psychological dictum into a literary device.

3

*a slice of inner life
3Helen E. Haines, What's~ A Novel
Press, 1942), p. 25.

(New York:

Columbia University

10

Henry James, rather than anyone else, may be said to have introduced the method (stream-of-consciousness) in English fiction.

That

Henry James began this method is proved by the fact that he was the
first person who ever recorded the things that go on in the mind exactly as they go on in the mind.

James and Conrad, a contemporary,

were different from all their other contemporaries in that they used
mental r h ythms instead of rhetorical ones, especially Henry James,
who indeed became so intent on the accuracy of his mental rhythms
that he neglect ed rhetoric entirely, forsaking the forum for the laboratory.

If you really want stream-of-consciousness go to Henry James. 4

Henry James has said that ''experience is never limited, and it is
never complete".

He points to the "chamber of consciousness" as the

"chamber of experience".

Consciousness then, according to Henry

James, is where we are aware of human experience.

When human ex-

perience becomes a concern, the novelist begins to f eel the material
for novels.

He leaves out nothing: sensations, memories, feelings

and conceptions, intuitions and visions and insights.

Human knowledge

which comes not from mental activity but from spiritual life is a concern of the novelist.

--

5

4Frierson, op. cit., pp. 214-215.
5Robert Humphrey, Stream of Consciousness in the Modern Novel.
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1954), p. 6 .

11

Stream-of-consciousness, as it applies to the novel, however,
designates a type of novel in the same way as "Ode" or "Sonnet" designates a type of poem: The ode and sonnet use certain poetic techniques
which distinguish them from each other, but they are still of the same
generic category.

A similar distinction may be made between the con-

ventional narrative novel and the stream-of-consciousness novel.

The

technical difference lies in two different forms of thinking; directed
thinking and the dream of fantasy thinking.

The novel of narration,

attempting communication by means of conventional syntax, is troublesome and exhaustive; the stream-of-consciousness novel, on the contrary, carries on uninterruptedly without difficulty, working spontaneously, with reminiscences and anticipations.

6

The realm of life with which the stream-of-consciousness literature
is concerned is mental and spiritual experience - both the "whatness"
and the "howness" of it.

The "whatness" includes the categories of

mental experiences: sensations, memories, imaginations, conceptions,
and intuitions.

The "howness" includes the symbolizations, the feelings,

and the processes of association.

6 Melvin Friedman, Stream of Consciousness: A Study in Literary
Method. (New Haven: Yale University Press,) 1955), pp. 1-3.

12

The problem of character depiction is central to stream-of-con sciousness fiction.

The potentialities for presenting character more

accurately and realistically is the great advantage of this type of novel.
The difference in the stream-of-consciousness and the conventional
narrative is chiefly in the focus of emphasis.

The conventional novel-

ist emphasizes the motives and actions of the external man while the
stream-of-consciousness novelist concentrates on the psychic existence and fwictioning of the internal man.

7

Technical experimentation has figured actively in the stream-ofconsciousness novel.

The satisfactory depiction of consciousness has

required either the invention of new fictional techniques or a refocusing
of the old ones.

The stream-of-consciousness techniques may differ

greatly from one novel to another.

There are four basic stream-of-

consciousness techniques: direct interior monologuE:, omniscient
description, indirect monologue, and soliloquy.

8

Humphrey explains these types of stream-of-consciousness techniques.

The interior monologue technique is said to have been used

first by Edouard Duj ardin in his novel Les Lauriers Sant Coupes, (1887).
He gave us what is the standard definition of that technique, "the speech

7 Humphrey, op. cit., pp. 6-8.

- --

8Ibid., p. 23.

13

of a character in a scene, having for its object to introduce us directly
into the interior life of that character, without author intervention
through explanations of commentaries: ...
monologues in that:

11

It differs from traditional

in its matter, it is an expression of the most in-

timate thought that lies nearest the unconscious.

Interior monologue

may be defined, then, as the technique used in fiction for representing
the psychic content and processes of character, partly or entirely, unuttered, just as these processes exist at various levels of conscious
control before they are formulated for deliberate speech,
There are two basic types of monologues, and it is of great importance that the two are distinguished,
designated as "direct" and "indirect".

They may be conveniently
Direct interior monologue is

that type of interior monologue which is represented with negligible
author interference and with no auditor assumed.

It represents con-

sciousness directly to the reader with negligible author interference;
that there is either a complete or near complete - disappearance of the
author from the page, with his guiding, "he saids" and
and his explanatory comments.

11

he thoughts 11 ,

It is necessary to emphasize that there

is no auditor assumed; that is, the character is not speaking to anyone
within the fictional scene; nor is the character speaking, in effect, to
the reader.

The monologue is represented as being completely candid,

14

as if there were no reader.

This distinction is not easy to understand,

but it is a real one. 9
Indirect interior monologue is that type of interior monologue in
which an omniscient author presents unspoken material as if it were
directly from the consciousness of a character and, with commentary
and description, guides the reader through it.

It differs from direct

interior monologue basically in that the author is an on-the-scene
guide for the reader.

It retains the fundamental quality of interior

monologue in that what it presents as consciousness is direct; that is,
it is in the idiom and with the peculiarities of the character's psychic
processes.

10

The second broad class of stream-of-consciousness techniques is
not, like interior monologue, unique to the twentieth century in its fullest
development.

It is composed of standard and basic literary methods

which writers of stream-of-consciousness novels have put to special use.
The most important of these methods are description by omniscient
author and soliloquy,
The stream-of-consciousness technique that is most familiar to
readers of novels is that of the omniscient author point of view.

9Ibid., p. 24.
lOibid., pp. 24-30.

From

15

the time of the psychological novels of Dostoevski and Conrad, writers
of fiction have realized the possibility of gaining greater verisimilitude,
and hence reader confidence, by altering the conventional focus of narrative from the omniscient author, the observer-author or the observercharacter, the central character, or to some combination of these four
possibilities.

Readers are usually astonished to find that what seemed

to be the most extreme in the experimental novel is often worked out
with the method of the omniscient author.

The unusual thing about it is

the subject, which in the stream-of-consciousness novel is the consciousness or the psychic life of the characters.
The stream-of-consciousness technique is simply the novelist
technique used for representing the psychic content and processes of a
character in which an omniscient author describes that psyche through
conventional methods of narration and description.

The technique is in

every case, combined with another of the basic techniques of streamof-consciousness within any novel as a whole, although it is occasionally
.
.
used alone in extended passages or 1n
sections
o f a nove 1 . 11

There are two other devices possible within stream-of-consciousness fiction.

They are concerned with a particular region of conscious-

ness and limited to reproducing this area alone.

11 rbid. , pp . 33-34.

The first is called

16
internal analysis; the second sensory impression.

Internal analysis,

tends to summarize the impressions of the character in the words of
the author and consequently never strays from the region closest to
directed thinking and rational control.

It approaches the psychological

domain which Freud calls the preconscious or foreconscious.

At best,

internal analysis may be said to reproduce an abstraction of consciousness, a kind of relieved canvas.

The cautious writer need never fear

straying too far from accepted literary practice when employing this
technique.
Dostoevski,

It is to be found in modified form as early as Stendal and
although it is not completely realized until the later novels

of Henry James and Proust .

These two novelists, entirely within the

stream-of-consciousness tradition, refuse to compromise indirect statement in the style of the author by mixing it with direct quotation from
the mind of the character; if the mind is ever directly quoted, it is
bracketed between quotation marks, so that no confusion is possible between the two styles.
With sensory impression we have a device much closer to interior
monologue .

The great difference is one of area traversed.

Sensory im-

pression is concerned with the region furthest from the foe us of attention, while interior monologue ranges throughout the entire consciousness.

S ensory impression is the writer's nearest attempt at recording

pure sensations and images.

It marks the transpositions of musical and

17

poetical effects into fiction.

Although the writer of internal analysis

may employ metaphor, as Proust and James did so effectively, he
usually stops there.

The user of sensory impression, on the other

hand, will generally go so far as to rebuild the entire texture of his
work on an analogy with either music or poetry.
The intent with sensory impression is to reproduce impressions of
so personal a nature that the language, in order to approach the sensation, must on unprecedented work forms and usages.

This is pre-

cisely the intention of must good poetry, where license permits coinages
of all sorts.

A passage of sensory impression, however, is not part of

a monologue and hence may readily be distinguished in technique from
the device of the interior monologue.

When sensory impression is used,

it is often difficult to connect the quotation from the mind with a particular character.
Sensory impression reproduces that realm of consciousness, then,
which cautious writers either omit entirely or present indirectly through
internal analysis.

In this state that it is made to approximate, the mind

is generally passive, subject only to fleeting impressions.

It usurps

this region almost entirely from interior monologue, where the mind is
generally active, however close it may approach complete unconsciousness.

18

Sensory impression is also concerned with only a small area of
consciousness, but the one furthest removed from the focal point of attention.

Unlike interior monologue and internal analysis, it is almost

always fragmentary, and according to Friedman, never throughout the
entire work.

Perhaps this is because the mind, ·remaining almost com-

pletely passive, records only the least d_igested impressions, often
rendered aesthetically as poetic images.

12

Another technique, the soliloquy, differs from the interior monologue primarily in that, although it is spoken solus; it nevertheless is
represented with the assumption of a formal and immediate audience.
This factor gives it special characteristics which distinguish it from internal monologue,

The most important of these is greater coherence,

since the purpose of it is to communicate emotions and ideas which are
related to plot and action; while the purpose of the interior monologue
is to communicate psychic identity.

Stream-of-consciousness novelists

have found the soliloquy a useful device for depicting consciousness.
Soliloquy in the stream-of-consciousness novel may be defined as the
technique of representing the psychic content and processes of a character directly from

character to reader without the presence of an author,

12F r1e
. d man, op. c1·t . , pp . 5 - 7 .

19
but with an audience tacitly assumed.

Hence, it is less candid neces-

sarily, and more limited in the depth of consciousness that it can represent than is the interior monologue.

The point of view is always the

character's and the level of consciousness is usually close to the surface.

In practice, the stream-of-consciousness novel which employs

soliloquy combines it with interior monologue.
Novels using soliloquy represent a successful combination of interior monologue stream-of-consciousness with exterior action.

In

other words, both internal and external character is depicted in them.

13

The inevitable experimenting within the stream-of-consciousness
genre has led to the development of some special techniques.
these are drama and verse form.

Two of

The qualities that make these techni-

ques "special" are their uniqueness and their relative lack of service so
far as the whole genre is concerned.

14

Direct and indirect interior monologue, omniscient description, and
prose soliloquy have proved to be, in the hands of the most skillful writers,
capable of carrying the strange and awkward load of human consciousness
into the realm of legitimate prose fiction.

13 Humphrey, op. cit., pp. 35-38.

--

14rbid., pp. 38-41.

20

The characteristics of the stream-of-consciousness novel may be
summarized as follows:
I-trivial incidents are often thought to be more revelatory of character
and action than major incidents; 2-mental reactions are as legitimate
material for the novel as physical and external action; 3-the narrative
is often buried under a great mass of detail; 4-and this detail may seem
jerky, disconnected, and irrelevant to the reader until he finds that such
unity as the details have, lies only in the mental furniture of the major
character; 5-the reflective nature of the detail, chaotic as it may appear
at first, has a sort of underlying rhythm or pattern which causes the consciousness of the central figure to return again and again to the same or
similar mental state; 6-minor characters are likely to be minor indeed.
Writers of this psychological novel feel free to bring people in as they
are met and as they relate to the central character, and then, as in real
life, to allow them to disappear from the reader's awareness; 7-this novel
of mental adventure, as it might be called, is built upon analysis, and the
moods, emotions, and mental states of the central character form the
subject of the analysis.

15

15 wnliam F. Thrall, A Handbook To Literature.
Odyssey Press, 1936),
423.
-

p.

(New York: The

21

The techniques and characteristics of the stream-of-consciousness
novel as outlined and discussed in this chapter will serve as criteria for
supporting the hypothesis that Virginia Woolf is an exponent of the streamof-consciousness novel.

The four novels listed in the introduction will be

used as specific illustrations.

CHAPT E R II

SOURCE S OF VIRGINIA WOOLF'S STREAM-OF-CONSCIOUSNESS
IDEAS

In understanding a writer's treatment of theme the investigator
felt that knowledge of the writer's background would serve to identify
her sources of theme.

Particularly in the instance of a novelist like

Virginia Woolf , it would seem neces s ary to account for her pursuance
of the stream-of-consciousness theme in it's singularity of meaning.
The stream-of-consciousness nevel is concerned with the realm of
life recognized as mental and spiritual experience - both the
and the "howness" of it.

11

whatness 11

The categories of mental experience included

in the "whatness" are : sensations , memories, imaginations, conceptions
and intuitions .

Included in the

11

howness 11 are, symbolizations, feelings

and the processes of associations .
Virginia Woolf, the author of the novels treated in this study, was
born, Adeline Virginia Stephen on January 25 , 1882, the third child of
Leslie Stephen and his s econd wife , Julia Prinsep Duckworth.

She was a

lonely , frail child whose health necessitated her being educated at home,
choosing as she pleased from the books in her father's large library.

She

inherited a rich literary background from her father and grew up surrounded
by scholars , men-of - letters and authors , meeting such famous friends of

23
his as George Meredith, Thomas Hardy, Henry James and James
Russell Lowell, who was her godfather.
her the Greek alphabet.

Walt er p ater 1 s sister taught

1

Virginia Woolf's father, Leslie Stephen, influenced her work as
well as her character in no small degree.
and philosopher.

He was a writer, politician

In 1885 he took Holy Orders to return a fellowship he

had won the year before.

His reading and reflection on the writing s of

such philosophers as Mill, Conte and Spencer led him to cast off his belief in Christianity and to associate himself with the English School of
Philosophical Radicalism and Liberalism led by Mill.

2

He was a firm

believer in the Victorian customs; he believed in the supremacy of the
male, strict discipline in all matters and father dominance in the home.
He loved his family and did not object to "Virginia's scribbling" and
"Vanessa"s dabbling 11 in paint.
ideas of his daughter.

His adventurous spirit is reflected in the

Although he did not adhere to the idea of equal in-

telligence of men and women nor the privilege of women to express their
ideas freely, he indulgently allowed his daughters to follow their chosen

1 James Hafley, .!.!:=.Glass~: Virginia Woolf As A Novelist. (Berkeley
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1954), pp. 4-5.
_ _ _ ;;;._,
_ _ _ of
__
_ _ __ Century. (New York:
2St a nl ey J • K uni·t z,..;_
British
Authors
the_Nineteenth
TheH. W. Wilson Company, 1936), p. 586.
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professions.

Virginia Woolf, very much like her father,

only through the expression of her ideas.

found happiness

During her father's lifetime,

she enjoyed no freedom of expression, but she lived another life in her
inner consciousness, where she expressed herself freely.

died in 1904.

Her father

3

Virginia Woolf's mother, Julia Prinsep Duckworth Stephen, was a
very beautiful woman.

She had an understanding sympathetic nature.

She gave unselfishly to her family of herself, her love and her energy.
She wrote a little, in a style not unlike her daughter's.
when Virginia Woolf was thirteen years old.

She died in 1895

A shy child, Virginia Woolf

was completely overcome by grief at her mother's death.

She felt that

her mother had committed a crime by leaving her alone and unprotected.
She never was able to describe, to admit, or to recover from this shattering blow.

She tried and tried and tried; every known device to numb the

pain, all to no avail.

She retreated into that world where there is no

death, the glorious, terrible, unimaginable world where one is completely
united with Love, beyond the possibility of fear and pain and ang uish, never
again to be forsaken and alone.

3

Hafley, op.~-, p. 4.

This illusion passed when health and sanity
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returned, she was• she thought, secure behind the defense that she had
erected in the very moment of anguish.

She felt nothing. 4

After the death of her father Virginia Woolf moved with her sister
and two brothers, from 13 Hyde Pa.rk Gate to Bloomsbury.

Her sister,

Vanessa, was a painter and in her drawings for Virginia Woolf's Books,
was her sister's best commentator.

In 1912 Virginia Woolf married

Leonard Woolf, a journalist and political figure; they lived in Richmond
until shortly after World War I, and returned to Bloomsbury, having begun the Hogarth Press in 191 7.

5

Virginia Woolf took an active interest in politics after her marriage,
especially the Feminist Movement and collaborated with her husband in
the publication of controversial and modernistic literature through the
Hogarth Press.

6

Although she had lived elsewhere, and had traveled

throughout Europe, Bloomsbury became her real home.

She became the

center of the famous, perhaps notorious, "Bloomsbury Group".

It was

said by some to be the constructive and creative influence on English

4 Aileen Pippett,

..'.!.!:.: ~

and

~ ~-

(Boston:

Little, Brown and

Company, 1955), pp. 20-21.
5 Hafley, op. cit., p. 5.
6H. V. R::th, English Literature~ .!.!:..e Twentieth Century.
Longmans, Green and Company, 1950), P• 172 •

(New York:

26
taste between the two wars.

Others referred to this group as a "canta-

brigian circle" passionately interested in meta-physical speculation.

7

Virginia Woolf inherited as her birthright, the artistic privileges
for which most authors have to struggle.

This environment directed but

also circumscribed the growth of her mind, for she derived her ideas
from upper-class people, as polished as jewelry.
blood and her environment.

Innovation was in her

So within her limits, anything she wrote

would have to be an adventure in style and thought.

These limits con-

fined her to a class, the Bloomsbury set, a community of restless intellectuals who changed their habits, ideas and acquaintances so often, and
engaged in so many chattering speculations, that they had little time to inquire into the sources of each other's identity or their own.

Their human

contacts tended to evaporate after the exchange of opinions.

Being one of

those who never accepts the world on surface value, Virginia Woolf was
inquisitive enough to look through personality to the self hood which ought
to be found at its core.

8

By birth and upbringing Virginia Woolf was trained as the Pallas
Athena, the goddess of the highbrows, the Bloomsbury Group.
lated both to the Darwin and Starchey families.

7

--

Hafley, op. cit., p. 4.

8Routh,

2£.· ~ •

pp. 172-173.

She was re-

Her early life in London
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was saturated in culture.

She published her first work in 1915, The

Voyage Out in which is the influence of one of her mentors, George
Meredith.

But even in the fir st es say in fiction, Virginia Woolf's orig-

inality shone with the elusive, amber glow which never left her work.
From this beginning, her work offered a challenge to the accepted
canons of the techniques of fiction writing.

Bloomsbury supported that

challenge and before her second book appeared, she was already the
mascot of the school of critics who proposed to carry the methods of
the French Impressionists into the making of English novels.
Controversy was inevitable, for Virginia Woolf's work, as it developed along its own line, tended more and more to outstrip the understanding of the general reader.

Virginia Woolf, by precept and example,

challenged the realistic school of fiction; character in realistic fiction is
the predominant feature, character seen from the outside and judged by
its action and environment rather than by the mystery of personality from
. h.1t springs.
.
9
w h1c

On March 28, 1941, Virginia Woolf drowned herself in the River Ouse
on Sussex Downs, near which she had lived during the early part of World
War II.

She committed suicide neither because of depression over her

9Richard Church, British Authors. (New York: Longmans, Green and
Company, 1948), p. 86.
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last novel nor because she could not stand the thought of going through
another war, although both of these have been given as reasons for her
death.

In fact, it is said that during the German Blitz she helped give

first aid, and that she continued to play bowls at Rodm.ell during the
Battle of Britain, with Spitfires and Messerchmitts fighting, swooping
and crashing around her•

Several of her novels caused her nervous

collapses because of her extremely self-critical nature.

She didn't like

the ending of her last novel, Between The Acts, and she felt that the novel
as a whole was below her standard; she also profoundly regretted having
to face the reality of another war, murmuring after a bomb had seriously
damaged her London house, "every beautiful thing will soon be destroyed".
But the reason for her suicide was the return of a mental condition from
which she had suffered during the part of the period at Richmond and from
which she feared that she would not again recover.

To Leonard Woolf she

wrote:
I feel certain that I am going mad again. I feel
we can't go through another of t h ose horrible
times. And I shan't recover this time. I hear
voices and cannot concentrate on my work. I
have fought against it, but cannot fight any longer.
I owe all my happiness in life to you. You have
been perfectly good. I cannot go on and spoil
your l 1.f e. 10

10

.
Hafley, op. cit., p. 7 .

--
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1

A coroner s inquest pronounced her death suicide "while the balance of
her mind was disturbed".
These were terrible times; she would not make them more terrible
by putting on those she loved and those who loved her the extra burden
of caring for her, guarding her against herself when the desire for death
overwhelmingly asserted itself.

They had recalled her to reality before.

This time she felt it was too late; this time she was too old to recover.
She was not willing to live, at the expense of their heartbreak, in a
world of illusion.

If she could not know the truth of the world around her,

then she must seek it beyond the veil of death.

11

So it seemed to her with the pitiful and perverse logic of the suicide,
she would go down with her colors flying, giving what was left of her life
to prove the sincerity of her vision, to carry her quest for truth and
reality to its utmost limit.

She has attained the kind of immortality she
12

strove for, the seizing and sharing of the mystic moment.
Virginia Woolf chose to write novels in which thought is so minutely
revealed that words and actions lose much of their importance.

The making

of thought the predominant force in a novel seems to be a result of the

11

Pippett, ~- ~ - , p. 368.

12
Ibid. • p. 368.
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presence of intellectuals in her early childhood.

She learned that the

mind of an individual is the controlling force in his life.

The influence

of scholars and w riters also brought out in Virginia Woolf, the spirit
of literary adventure .

She wanted to try new techniques and made new

use of old techniques.

Her original ideas were expressed in her essays

which were published i n ~ Common Reader in 1925 .

Her high intel-

ligence has been said to take her novels out of the range of comprehension for the average reader .

13

The stream-of-consciousness novel allows

her keen mind free play in her novels ; her poetic language and her skillful use of the English language give an aesthetic quality to all of her
work.

She may indeed be called a poet who uses prose as her medium.

Virginia Woolf had a lovely personality - elusive, a bit strange, yet
simple, unpretentious, and of manifold witchery and charm.

She was shy

and quiet, often keeping her views to herself and often q uiet and withdrawn
in the presence of others,

There were times, however, when she was

bitingly sarcastic in her criticisms •

Basically a shy. elusive person it

seems natural that she would write novels in which the inner life becomes
the moving force.

14

13 Hafley, op. cit .• p. 8.
14Edward Wagenknecht, Cavalcade o f ~ English Novel.
Henry Holt and Company, 1943), P · 530.

(New York:
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Much of her early life seems to have been the life of her internal self.
It seems to the writer that a young novelist with an active, inquiring
and creative mind must surely have had many ideas which she did not express outwardly, because of the attitudes of those in her family who b elieved women were incapable of intelligent thinking and opinions.

The

writer has stated earlier, that Virginia Woolf 1 s father was in agreement
with the prevailing ideas, though he indulged his daughters and consented
to their choices of professions.

The dominant personality of Virginia

Woolf 1 s father prevented complete freedom of expression while he lived.
He had the power to prevent her from doing as she wished; the awful
. di sapprova1 . 15
power expres se d by h is

Directly Virginia Woolf began to write she discovered she h ad to do
battle with a phantom.
I encountered her with the very first words. The
shadow of her wings fell on my pages; I heard the
rustling of her skirts in the room. She slipped behind me .•• she made as if to guide my pen ... I
turned upon her and caught her by the throat. I did
my best to kill her. What was this phantom? I
called her the angel in the house. In those days the last of Queen Victoria - every house had its
angel. This intensely sympathetic, immensely
charming, utterly unselfish, completely pure, absolutely paralyzing phantom tried to tell the young
girl in the bedroom she must conceal that she had
had a mind of her own, so that no m an would be

15 Pippett,

2.£.·

cit., p. 27 •
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shocked or offended. The angel was finally dispised
of, only after a prolonged and severe struggle. 1
Manifestations of biographical influence can be seen in all of the
novels written by Virginia Woolf.

She seemed to always be haunted by

ghosts, the memories of childhood experiences and associates.

Critics

have said there is something autobiographical in all of her novels.

Her

touch is less sure when she writes about things and places which she
does not know well.

Virginia Woolf's association with intellectuals could

have provided the atmosphere of creativeness and adventure.

Her father

had as friends such well known authors as James R. Lowell, Henry
James and others.
to try new ideas.
natural talent.

She inherited her father's determination and courage
Living in such an environment helped to develop her

Because her early childhood was during the late Victorian

period, the prevailing customs forced her ideas to find expression in the
inner consciousness.

Her shyness and elusiveness may be the basis of

her stream-of-consciousness ideas.
She was drawn to the life of feeling by a natural affinity; combined
with her personal vision of things, she made it the whole subject matter
of her art, not the basis for a study of society.

She did not run sensibility

into the traditional mold of the novel, but created her own form as she

16Ib.d
__1_., p. 30.
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went along.

Her work bore the impress of an original personality and

seemed almost revolutionary in its departures from tradition. l 7
She was concerned with the unconsciousness as it impinged on daily
life; she wanted to vitalize the novel, and escape the limitations of conventional patterns of behavior, and trace the whole experience of the
mind in contact with reality.

As a general thing she was more con-

cerned with a direct evocation of the life of the mind than with a patient
reconstruction of psychological states.

18

Virginia Woolf was dissatisfied with the conventional fictional techniques and desired a change in the writing of fiction.

She inherited no

formula, except a cultivated outlook on life, and turned her back on methods
and materials English readers had come to expect in the novel.

Her pri-

mary concern was with an extension of the novel both in form and in substance.

She was not willing to tell a story, relate action in its totality,

describe character in the usual way through action or direct statement,
nor to organize her own vision of life into an artistic whole.

The methods

of free association and intuition were used to show and explore sensibility,

17 Elizabeth Monroe, The Novel~ Society. (Chapel Hill: The University
of North Carolina, 194TT:-PP· 215-216.
l8Ibid., pp. 217-218.
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which together with her personal vision of the little things of life, constituted her subject matter. 19
Virginia Woolf was more like her father than even he may have
realized.

Though she resented his domination of her, she had a great

devotion for him.

She once said of her father, "his life would have en-

tirely ended mine.

What would have happened?

No writing, no books;-

20
inconceivable".

This attitude toward her father was the basis of many

ideas she expressed in her life and her work.

It explains her devotion

to the Feminist Movement and her stream-of-consciousness ideas.

Her

personality transformed what she wrote into something else as one reads.
The elusive character of her prose links picture to picture in the mind.

In daily life Virginia Woolf involuntarily hid her deepest secrets from
her most intimate friends; and from herself too, despite all her probings.
It was when she wrote about others that we saw her most clearly.

21

This

too was characteristic of her true nature and her use of stream-of-consciousness ideas.

19Ibid., p. 188.

--

ZOPippett, op. cit., pp. 14-IS
21Ibid., p. 328.

CHAPTER Ill

ANALYSIS OF VIRGINIA WOOLF'S STREAM-OF-CONSCIOUSNESS
THEMES AND TECHNIQUES

The stream-of-consciousness novels of Virginia Woolf are four
in number.

They are:

Dalloway, 1925,

Jacob's Room, published in 1923, Mrs.

!2 ~

Lighthouse, 1927 a n d ~ Waves, 1931.

Critics and biographers have agreed that Virginia Woolf's themes
are reflections of incidents in her own life and background.

Having

consulted four or five biographies, both recent and otherwise, and
finding that they agree on the points of importance, the writer has
chosen Aileen Pippett•s, The M o t h ~ ~ Star, which appears to be
m ore comprehensive and recent, as the authority for this analysis,
The Moth and T h e ~ was compiled from interviews with personal
friends of Virginia Woolf and letters written by Virginia Woolf to an
intimate friend.

These letters reveal her planning of the framework of

her novels and the character types she wanted to portray .

Other repre-

sentations and repetitions of themes already developed were probably
unconsciously presented.
The themes which seem to permeate the novels are resentment
toward her father, a yearning for a mother, the search for the right
husband, and a preoccupation with death combined with a lack of religious b elief.
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According to Pippett • th e th eme, resentment of father, is a direct
biographical reference.

It represents the struggle of Virginia Woolf

to be free herself, not physically, but spi·r 1·tually and intelligent! y from
the dominance of her father.

L es 1·1e St ep h en was a typical Victorian

father, the symbol of authority and unalterable judgment.
in and practiced strict discipline in all things.

He believed

For instance, he had

disciplined himself to walk a certain distance each day, and even after
his age and health made it necessary for him to reduce the distance he
insisted on keeping the same goal.

Virginia Woolf often accompanied

him on these walks at his insistence, not voluntarily.

He believed in the

superiority of male intelligence and the folly of education for women.
This is evident in his decision to provide higher education for his sons
but not for his daughters.

Virginia Woolf's feeling was a realization that

if he had lived on she would have written no books; she would have had no
life of her own.

She would have been as free as a bird in a cage; free to

think as she pleased but unable to express her ideas and thoughts.

He did

not write fiction; therefore when she was at work on a novel, she was free
•
f f" ht·
r fearing him.
of th e necessity o
1g 1ng o
t oo k many forms, her transf

1

Her resentment of her father

er of affection to Thoby Stephen, her

lAil een p·1ppett , _
The
The Star.
_Moth
_ _and
_ Company, 1955), p. 192.

(Boston:

Little, Brown and
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unreadiness for love and marriage until she was thirty years old, her
acquisition of the smoking habit in defiance of her father after his death,
and the fiction she wrote , expressing
·
t h e inner consciousness of her
characters.
The most vivid manifestation of this theme is found in To The Lig htHouse.

In this novel the author is autobiographical.

She creates a

family, completely subservient to the father; the sympathetic, understanding and loving mother is the stabilizing influence, her beauty, physical
and spiritual, softens the harsh sternness of the father 1s discipline.

The

resentment of the father is expressed in two of the children, a small son
and later a young daughter.

This resentment is apparent in the opening

pages of the novel and never leaves, becoming more intense as time
passes and more inclusive.
The aut h or uses a simple childish wish as the core of a growing , festering resentment.

A little boy has asked to be taken on a trip to visit the

lighthouse, which to him is a thing of beauty and mystery.
the trip the following day, pending good weather.

He is promised

His father shatters his

dreams and fancies with the injection of a practical probability of bad
weather.
11But, 11 said his father, stopping in front o~ the
drawing-room window, 11it won1t be fine. i1

2Virginia Woolf,

.!.9 ~

Company, 1927), p. 1 O.

Lighthouse.

(New York:

Harcourt, Brace and
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The small boy's reac t·ion was expressed in these thoughts:

"Had there been an axe handy, or a poker, any
weapon that would have gashed a hole in his
I
father s breast and killed him, there and then,
James would have seized it. Such were the extremes of emotion that Mr. Ramsey excited in
his children I s breasts by his mere prescence;
... standing, as now, lean as a knife, narrow
as a blade of one, grinning sarcastically, not
only with the pleasure of disillusioning his son
and casting ridicule upon his wife, who was ten
thousand times better in every way than he was
(James thought), but also with some secret conceit at his own accuracy of judgement. What he
said was true. It was always true. He was incapable of untruth; never tampered with a fact;
never altered a disagreeable word to suit the pleasure or convenience of any mortal being, least of
all his own children, who sprung from his loins,
should be aware from childhood that life is difficult;
facts uncompromising; and the passage to that
fabled land where our brightest hopes are extinguished, our frail barks founder in darkness (here
Mr. Ramsey would straighten his back and narrow
his little blue eyes upon th~ horizon). one needs,
3
above all courage, truth, and the power to endure."

One literally feels the rigid moral, spiritual, and physical discipline
in the character of Mr. Ran1sey, the symbol of the author's Victorian
father.

The desire of the child is a symbol of the hopes, dreams and

aspirations of Virginia Woolf.

3Ibid. , pp. 10-11.

Her struggle to free herself from anything
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which prevented free expression is clear in this novel.

Victorian customs

forced her inside herself, her external self a model of perfection, her
internal self, free, opinionated and intellectual , probing for knowledge,
and wisdom, competing in a man's world.
When the novel unravels and the trip to the lighthouse is made - ten
years later - the lighthouse has lost its fascination, beauty and lustre,
but the resentment toward the father is still there .

. • . so Cam now felt herself overcast, as she sat
there among calm, resolute people and wondered
how to answer her father about the puppy; how to
resist his entreaty - forgive me; care for me;
while James the lawgiver, with the tablets of
eternal wisdom laid open on knee (his hand on the
tiller had become symbolical to her), said, Resist
him . Fight him. He said so rightly; justly. For
they must fight turning tyranny to the death, she
thought .•. 4

Neither of the other novels as clearly develops this theme, but there
seem to be indirect illusions to the basic reaction which branches into
satirical representation of society and products of society, and a mild
resentment against men becau se they are permitted privileges which the
female is denied.

4

Ibid., pp. 250-251.
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Jacob's Room is a young man's story, portraying the desires, dreams
and hopes of a talented young man.

Jacob, the central figure, attends

Cambridge University, and the author's mild mockery of its rituals appear
to be outpourings of her thwarted desire to attain formal training.
knew Cambridge well, having two brothers to attend.

She

Thoby, her favor-

ite brother, supplied her with first hand material on many boyish pranks
in which he participated, some of whic h provided background material
for the novel, Jacob's Room.

Look, as they pass into service, how airily
the gowns blow out, as though nothing dense and
corporeal were within, What sculptured faces, what
certainty, authority controlled by piety, although
great boot s march under the gowns. In what orderly
procession they advance. Thick wax candles stand
upright; young men rise in white gowns; while the
subservient eagle bears up for inspection the great
white book. 5

Virginia Woolf uses as her model for the central figure, her brother,
Thoby Stephen.

She embodies Jacob with all the qualities whe loved and

achnired in Thoby, and ended Jacob I s life while he was still a young man,
a parallel with the life of her brother•

5 Virginia Woolf, Jacob , s R oom.
Company, 1923), p. 47.

(New York: Harcourt, Brace and

41
Her resentment of the status imposed upon women is revealed in
her treatment of the young w omen in Jacob's life.

S he seems to day,

this is what happens to women . when there is no outward expression of
ideas and opinions, when women are treated as men's inferiors, they become shallow, immature and ineffectual .

In Florinda, Clara and Fanny,

stupid and promiscous, holds a fascination for Jacob, although they
seem to have nothing in common.

Jacob took her word for it that she was chaste.
S he prattled, sitting by the fireside, of famous
painters. The tomb of her father was mentioned.
Wild and frail and beautiful she looked, and thus
the women of the Greeks were, Jacob thought;
and this was life; and himself a man and Florinda
chaste. • ..
. • . and though Florinda was ignorant as an owl, and
would never learn to read even her love letters correctly, still she had feelings, liked some men better
than others, and was entirely at the beck and call of
life. Whether or not she was a virgin seems a matter
of no importance whatever. Unless, indeed, it is the
6
only thing of any importance at all.

Fanny Elmer, a model from the Slade School , symbolizes the beautiful
woman, who when seen at odd moments did not appear to be really beautiful.

6 rbid ., pp. 129-130-131.
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As for the beauty of women, it is like the light
on the sea, never constant to a single wave.
They all have it; they all lose it ..•
• • • Thus if you talk of a beautiful woman you only
mean something flying fast which for a second
uses the eyes, lips, or cheeks of Fanny Elmer,
for example, to glow through. 7

Clara Durrant, the virgin, symbolizes the good inherent in the nature
of women and the respect this quality demands of men, yet she lacks
the excitement of the woman of the world.

Alas, Women lie I But not Clara Durrant. A
flawless mind; a candid nature; a virgin chained
to a rock (somewhere off Lowndes Square} eternally pouring out tea for old men in white waistcoats, blue-eyed, looking you straight in the face,
playing Bach. Of all women, Jacob honoured her
most. But to sit at a table with bread and butter,
with dowagers in velvet, and never say more to
Clara Durrant than Benson said to the parrot when
old Miss Parry poured out tea, was an insufferable
outrage upon the liberties and decencies of human
nature-or words to that effect ... 8

Jacob chooses to love Florinda.

This symbolizes, seemingly, the basic

weakness of men, even the intelligent, cultured and talented young men.

7
Ibid., pp . 195-196.
8 Ibid., pp. 208-209.
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She seems to say, we are all endowed wi·th th e same t end enc1es
·
toward
weakness and strength, good and evil, stupidity and intelligence; women
then should be considered on an equal basis with men.
The foibles of society appear to be satirized in Mrs. Dalloway.
Clarissa Dalloway was drawn from an acquaintance who fascinated but
also who irked Virginia Woolf.

She did not really like Clarissa Dalloway.

In the evolution of the character of Clarissa Dalloway, it seems that the
author expresses the contempt of the highly intellectual mind dedicated
to a life of usefulness for the kind of society which seemed to thrive and
flourish in elaborate social functions designed purely to entertain a group
of rich and haughty upper class individuals, dedicated to the pursuit of a
life of pleasure.

She wanted to find the real truth about women who moved

serenely in the fashionable world of affiars and seemed to find satisfaction
in giving large parties attended by prime ministers and poor relations,
old friends and casual acquaintances.

There was a glitter and strange-

ness about the lives of such women that both attracted and repelled h er.
She was attracted by the mystery of the pleasure others seemed to find in
activities which held no enjoyment for her.

She longed to understand crea-

tures so different from herself. 9 One seems to receive the message that

9Pippett, op. cit., pp. 196-197.

--
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an individual living only with physical and external expression can find
no complete happiness and that death is the only goal he can look forward
to.

The individual searches and searches but unless he explores his

inner consciousness he never finds himself and h'1s t rue h app1ness,
·

••• How much she wanted it-that people should
look pleased as she came in, Clarissa thought
and turned and walked towards Bond Street, annoyed, because it was silly to have other reasons
for doing things. Much rather would she have been
one of those prople like Richard who did things for
themselves, whereas, she thought, waiting to
cross, half the time she did things not simply, not
for themselves; but to make people think this or
that; perfect idiocy she knew (and now the policeman held up his hand) for no one was ever for a second
taken in. Oh if she could have had her life over again!
she thought, stepping on to the pavement, could have
looked even differently I lO

The suicide of the demented veteran somehow reflects the inner consciousness of Clarissa Dalloway.
man destiny.

The two are closely related in unfulfilled hu-

Originally, Virginia Woolf had planned to end the novel with

the death of Clariss, later the introduction of the character, Septimus
Warren Smith, made the pattern of the novel more intricate; the death of
Septimus was substituted for that of Clarissa.

The identification of Clarissa

with Septimus unites two spirits very different and yet very much alike.

10 virginia Woolf, ~ Dalloway.
Company, 1925), pp. 13-14.

(New York: Harcourt, Brace and
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Somehow it was
her disaster - h er di sgrace. It
.
was her punishment to see sink and disappear
here a man, there a woman, in th:is profound
darkness, and she forced to stand here in her
evening dress. She had schemed; she had pilfered. She was never wholly admirable. She
had wanted success .
. . . She felt somehow very like him-the young
man who had killed himself. She felt glad that
he had done it; thrown it away. The clock was
striking. The leaden circles dissolved in the
air. He made her feel the beauty· made her
feel the fun. . •• 11
'

.

..

The writer feels that the attitudes toward society, which these novels
apparently reveal, are outgrowths of the author's resentment toward her
father.

The things she resented were the foundation of the society she

criticizes, strict discipline, the petty interests of women who are incapable of intellectual thinking, and education for men only, holding to t h e
belief that a woman's place is in the home.

All these things were customs

of Victorian society and her father believed in them and disciplined himself to the pattern and made his family adhere to the same pattern of living.
Virginia Woolf's mother died when she was thirteen years old.
the shy little girl completely lost and bewildered.
completely shattered her world.

11
~ . pp. 282-283-284.

leaving

Her mother's death

She was unable to accept it, and was
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first ill then mad, both states brought on by intense grief.

The yearning

for her mother became a theme in some of her novels.
Mrs. Dalloway, a social satire, has this theme skillfully woven into
its framework.

Elizabeth, Mrs. Dalloway 1 s daughter, seeks understand-

ing and mother love from her tutor, she has not lost her mother's presence but she is incapable of giving Elizabeth the understanding she needs.
Elizabeth turns to Miss Kilman, who is the extreme opposite of her
mother, and finds no satisfaction there.

Clarissa realizes her inadequacy

and bitterly resents Miss Kilman, who has taken Elizabeth's affection, at
least momentarily, from Clarissa •

. • • What interested Miss Kilman bored her mother,
and Miss Kilman and she were terrible together;
and Miss Kilman swelled and looked very plain.
But then Miss Kilman was frightfully clever. Elizabeth never thought about the poor. They lived with
everything they wanted, -her mother had breakfast
in bed ever y day; Lucy carried it up; and she liked
old women because they were Duchesses, and being
descended from some lord. But Miss Kilman said
(one of those Tuesday mornings when the lesson was
over), "My grandfather kept an oil and colour in
12
Kensington". Miss Kilman made one feel so small.

Elizabeth searc h es f or th e love and understanding she needs so much.

She

looks at her mother an d sees th e shallowness of her mother's world, then

12
~ , p. 198.
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looks at Miss Kilman and sees the frustrations of her existence.

Neither

is capable of the type of companionship Elizabeth needs.
The author reverses personalities i n ~ Dalloway. Richard Dalloway is affectionate, sympathetic and understanding.

As the novel nears

its conclusion, he reaches an understanding with his daughter through unspoken love, a look across a crowded room said so much, "you are lovely
and I'm proud of you".

The father in this novel had a personality unlike

that of her own father, it served to compliment the empty detachment of
the mother.

Clarissa is in no way a symbol of Virginia Woolf's mother,

but a symbol of the empty life of the society woman; she had to play her
role in life and found no fulfillment.

Virginia Woolf lost her moth er

through death, Elizabeth lost her mother to society.

They both yearned

for a mother's love and guidance.
Lily Briscoe, in T o ~ Lighthouse, is the vivid symbol of a girl's
y earning for a mother.

Mrs. Ramsey became her ideal, and the emblem

of perfection in beauty and spirit.

The Ramseys often had several guests

in their home, and among their many friends were young and old people,
usually intellectuals and artists.
become a part of this group.

Lily Briscoe is a young artist who has

She watches, studies and admires the role

· le ·
Mrs. Ramsey plays in her f am il Y circ

Lily, at times, resents Mr.

·1
(another reference to the author's resentRamsey's position in the fam 1 Y•
ment of her father).
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Was it wis dom? Was it knowledge? Was it once
mo~e, the deceptiveness of beauty, so that all
one s perceptions , half way to truth were
t~g~ed in a golden mesh? or did sh~ lock up
w1th1n her some secret which certainly Lil
Briscoe believed people must have for they
world to go on al all? E veryone could not be
~elter , skelter, hand to mouth as she was . But
1~ t~ey knew, could they tell one what they knew?
S itting on the floor with her arms round Mrs.
Ramsey's knees, close as she could get, smiling to think that Mrs . Ramsey would never know
the reason of that pre s sure , she imagined how
in the chambers of the mind and heart of the woman
who was touching her , were stood, like the treasures
in the tombs of kings tablets bearing sacred inscriptions, which if one could spell out, would teach one
.
every th 1ng,
. . • 13

The biography of Virginia Woolf reveals the fact that she did not
marry until she was thirty years old .

There are many probable factors

which may have contributed to this late marriage.

Her resentment toward

her father, the death of her favorite brother and the absence of a mother
during her formative years and her young womanhood, are the factors which
seem to cast the darkest shadow across the years.

Because of the feelings

of hostility latent in the inner consciousness of Virginia Woolf, and because
of her feeling of rebellion against the role of the Victorian female, imposed
by the male, each male with whom Virginia Woolf associated unconsciously

13

woolf, T o ~ Lighthouse, PP• 7 8- 7 9,
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seemed to assume the father image.

Her brother, Thoby Stephen, could

have done much to d.ispell some of the resentme n t h a d h e 1·1ve d 1onger,
for his gay personality and affectionate manner, in addition to his acceptance of her as his equal, created within her feelings of security and his
treatment of her might have given her an entirely different outlook of
male and female relationships.

She needed all the assurance she could

get that men were not secretly as ill at ease with her as she was with
them, or that their expressed admiration did not really mask an insufferable condescension, or their indifference reveal an appalling insensitivity.

She would, in later years, have suffered far fewer agonies of ap-

prehension about criticism of her work if she had been able to outgrow her
exaggerated fears that men would be kind to her because she was a woman,
or dismiss her as negligible for the same irrelevant reason.

Her cloist-

ered adolescence had left her unfitted for easy social intercourse; she
knew all the rules without being able to enjoy the game.

Love and marriage

she was not ready for yet, they would have interferred with the freedom and
14
Hence, she wanted and
solitude she acquired for her development.
searched for the right mate.

Her search ended in 1910 when she became

the wife of Leonard Woolf, whom she had met several years before as a
member of the Bloomsbury Group.

14
.
Pippett, op. cit., p. 54.

--
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Virginia Woolf's attitude toward men made the search for the right
mate assume greater than normal importance.

Consciously or uncon-

sciously it became a theme of her novels.
Lily Briscoe is the character who searches for a mate in the novel,
To The Lighthouse.

Lily, a young a rtist and a guest in the Ramsey

household, is an unmarried and attracted to an older man who is also a
guest of the Ramseys.

The revelation of this attraction by the author is

the development of the theme.

The reader sees the reaction of Lily to

the nearness of William Bankes, and his reaction to her and the role
Mrs. Ramsey plays as cupid, carefully planning and scheming to create
situations which will lead to courtship and marriage for the urunarried
girls in the group •

. . . William must marry Lily. They have so
many things in common . Lily is so fond of
flowers. They are both cold and aloof and
rather self-sufficing. S he must a 1f;ange for
them to take a long walk together.

1

Lily thinks as William Bankes approaches :

·th all her senses quickened as they
But now, wi
f h
.
were, 1 oo k ing, straining ' till the colour o t e

15
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wall and the ·
Jacmanna beyond burnt into her
eyes, she was aware of s ome coming out of
t~e. house , coming towards her; but somehow
d1v1ned , from the footfall Will1'am B k
h
'
an es , so
t at though her brush quivered , she did not, as
she would have done, had it been Mr . Tansley,
Paul Rayley, Minta Doyle , or practically anybod! else, turn her canvas upon the grass, but
let 1t stand . William Bankes stood beside her. 16

William Bankes thinks as he stands beside Lily:

.•. she just stood there . He just stood there.
Her shoes were excellent , he observed. They
allowed the toes their natural expansion. Lodging in the same house with her , he had noticed
too, how orderly she was, up before breakfast
and off to paint, he believed, alone : poor, presumably, and without the complexion or allurement of Miss Doyle certainly , but with a good
sense which made her in his eyes superior to
17
that young lady. . •.

It appears to the investigator that Mrs. Ramsey symbolizes the role
Virginia Woolf would have desired for her own mother had she lived to
see Virginia Woolf reach young womanhood .

Mrs. Ramsey is the character

who expresses the author's philosophy of marriage -

16

~-·

17Ib.d

~,

p. 30.
p. 31.
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••• there could be no disputing this: an unmarried woman (she slightly took her hand
for a moment). an unmarried woman has
missed the best of life . • . . 18

a philosophy she developed after her own marriage, when she was happier
than she had been as a young woman.
Virginia Woolf 1 s novels suggest the possibility of the presence of two
subordinate themes.

She had no firm belief in religion.

This absence of

religious belief becomes a subordinate theme in the novel ..'!._o The Lighthouse.

The biographical factors of Virginia Woolf support this idea.

Virginia Woolf says of a friend, Mrs . Beatrice Webb,
in her life; prayer, principle.
lies these words.

None in mine.

11

19

11

there were causes

A touch of envy under-

She had immense capacity for enjoying practically every-

thing, great energy. rapid recuperative powers and yet she felt harassed
and depressed because she was always searching for something she could
not define.

11why is there not a discovery in life? Something one can lay hands on and say, 'This
· l·t• ,I 1120
lS

l9Pippett,

.££.· ~-,

ZOibid. • p. 221.

p. 221.
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Beatrice Webb, severely P:r:actical, sternly logical, was sustained
in times of trouble by an inner conviction of some essential rightness in
the ordering of the universe.

She could regard the plight of the unem-

ployed miners not as a reproach and a horror but as a responsibility to
be faced.

She could share their belief that justice must eventually pre-

vail and their vision that brotherhood would become a political reality.

And, because of this stubborn clinging to the sense that life has a direction and a purpose, she could find solace in the religion which in some
form or other inspires the idealist and reformer.

21

This religion, with its remembered phrases and images, lay in wait,
it seemed for Virginia Woolf too; like the "dumb poetry" it was everywhere.

But she could not, in honesty, avail herself of its consolations.

She was forced to look elsewhere for a solution to her problems and escape from the sense of futility and doom.
revelation.

She had her moments of ecstatic

They came when suddenly, inexplicably, she had "a great and

astonishing sense of something there, which it is".
beauty that I mean.
achieved".

21

22

"It is not exactly

It is that the thing is in itself enough: satisfaction

• h
diary at a time of stress.
So she wrote in er

Ibid., p. 221.

2 2Ibid. , p. 222.

The same
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exploration of the unknown i s f

oun

for her mother which is at the h
Here is Mrs . Ramsey

d .
in the co

urse

Of

the agonized search

eart of T o ~ Lighthouse.

·
, convinced atheist but no materialist, sternly

resisting the temptation to acce t th
p
e easy comfort of "dumb" religion.

In a quiet interval before dinner , she picks up

her knitting and lapses

into thought :

•~•?£ten she fowid herself sitting and looking,
sitting and looking , with her work in her hands until
she became the thing she looked at-that light , for
example. And it w ould lift up on it some little
phrase or other which had been lying in her mind
like that-"Children don't forget , children don't
forget"-which she would repeat and begin adding
to it, It will end , it will end , she said. It will
come, it will come , when suddenly she added, We
are in the hands of the Lord .
But instantly she was annoyed with herself for say ing that. Who had said it? Not she; she had been
trapped into saying something she did not mean .
She looked up over her knitting and met the third
stroke and it seemed to her like her own eyes meeting her own eyes , searching as she alone could
search into her mind and heart , purifying out of
existence that lie , any lie . . . . What brought her to
say that: "We are in the hands of the Lord? 11 she
wondered. The insincerity slipping in among the
truths roused her, annoyed her. She returned to
her knitting again. How could any Lord have made
this world? she asked. With her mind she had always seized the fact that there is no reason, order,
justice: but suffering , death, the poor. The~e was
no treachery too base for the world to com.nut; she
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knew t~at. N_o happiness lasted; she knew that.
She krutted with firm composure, .•. 23

The absence of religion in the life and work of Virginia Woolf may
also result from biographic al influence.

Her father, Leslie Stephen,

renounced his Holy Orders in 1862 to associate himself with a philosophical school in England.

24

Virginia Woolf treats a new and intricate theme in the novel, The
Waves, published in 1931. The personalities of six characters form a
web of hwnan relationships, each an individual yet a part of each of the
others.

Riding the crest of this web of hwnan intanglement is the

author's peroccupation with death.
Each character in the novel has a name and an introductory tag, a
symbol, which recurs and by which he can be recognized and distinguished, one from the other.

The symbols were selected by grasping some

childish perception of each character, a color, an object or a sound.

111 see a ring", said Bernard, 11 hanging above me .
It quiver s and hangs in a loop of light".

23
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"I see a slab of pale yellow", said Susan, spreading away until it meets a purple stripe".
"I hear a sound", said Rhoda, "cheep chirp cheep
chirp; going up and down".
"I see a globe", said Neville, "hanging down in a
drop against the enor :nous flanks of some hill".
"I see a crimson tassel", said Jenny, "twisted
with gold threads".
"I hear something stamping", said Louis. "A great
beast's foot is chained. It stamps, and stamps, and
stamps".

The reader sees the characters as they appear to themselves and to
each other.

Six lives pass as in a pageant detached from the framework

of daily life, but they change and grow old as time goes on •

. • . We grew; we changed; for of course, we are
animals. We are not always aware by any means;
we breathe, eat, sleep automatically. We exist
not only separately but in undifferentiated blobs
o f matter ••.. 26

As the characters pass before the viewer they are individuals, each
separate and apart from the others and yet the web of hwnan intangle m ents
fuses each identity with the others, they are separate and yet they are one.

25

virginia Woolf, The Waves.
pany, 1931), p. 9.
26Ibid., pp . 245 - 246.

(New York: Harcourt, Brace and Com-
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But we were all different. The wax - the virginal wax that coates the spine melted in different patches for each of us. The growl of
the boot-boy making love to the tweeny among the
gooseberry bushes; the clothes blown out hard on
the line; the dead. man in the gutter; the apple tree,
stark in the moonlight; the rat swarming with maggots; the lustre dripping blue - our white wax was
streaked and stained by each of these differently.
Louis was disgusted by the nature of human fles h ;
Rhoda by our cruelty; Susan could not share;
Neville wanted order; Jinny love; and so on. We
suffered terribly as we became separate bodies. 27

The novel progresses to its closing passage, which is a summation
of the lives of the characters by one character, Bernard.

He retells

the incidents in their lives which bring him and the others to their present status .

In t h e narration , the author philosophies through the solilo-

quy of Bernard .

With all of the perils and disappointments of life she

still finds it tolerable, pleasant, and even good.

Nevertheless, life is pleasant, life is tolerable.
Tuesday follows Monday; then comes Wednesday. The mind grows rings; the identity b ecomes
robust; pain is absorbed in growth . . . • Life is
pleasan t. Life is g ood. The mere process of
life is satisfactory. Take the ordinary man in
good health. He likes eating and sleeping. He
likes the snuff of fresh air and walking at a
28
brisk pace down the Strand • . •.

27

Ibid., p. 241.

28Ibid., pp. 257-261.
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With all of life's pleasures and happiness it advances toward its
inevitable goal, death, the common of all.

And in me too the wave rises. It dwells; it
arches its back. I am aware once more of a
new desire, something rising beneath me like
the proud horse whose rider first spurs and
then pulls his back. What enemy do we perceive advancing against us, you whom I ride
now, as we stand pawing this stretch of pavement? It is death. Death is the enemy .••. 2 9

Death is the interloper in all four of the novels in this study.

It

in-

trudes when life is at its best, it vanquishes the young, ending their
dreams and hopes.

This preoccupation with death is a link from the

chain of the author's background.

She saw three lives snuffed out, among

them, were those she loved best.

These deaths made profound and last-

ing impressions.

The three deaths in her family were: the death of her

mother, symbolized in To.:!.!:..: Lighthouse by the death of Mrs. Ramsey;
the death of Stella Duckworth, her step-sister, symbolized by the death
ofPrue in

1:2 ~

Lighthouse and the death of Thoby Stephen, symbolized

by the death of Jacob in Jacob I s Room and and Percival's death in The
Waves.

29

Stella Duckworth's death was the basis of the idea that death is

.
Ibid., p. 297.
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an enemy, a robber of dreams and hopes and a shadow which clouds the
glow of every happiness.

Both Jacob and Percival died while still young

men and death claimed them while they were away from home.

This is

very nearly the same situation of Thoby's death, however the details
have been changed to keep the narrative fictional.
tion of incident in the deaths of Stella and Prue.

There is a correlaSeptimus Smith's

suicide has its origin in Virginia Woolf's early childhood, although its
appearance in her novel may be unconsciously achieved.

Virginia Woolf

h ad a cousin who lost his sanity and later died; she was only ten years
old at the time.

Consciously or unconsciously, the author seems to make

death a character in h er novels.
Jacob I s Room is the fir st of Virginia Woolf's novels to depart radically from traditional modes .
portray Jacob .

She employs cinematographic technique to

We see him playing on the beach as a child, lounging in

his room at Cambridge, punting on the river, looking at the Parthenon,
falling in love - we see him doing all of these things through the eyes of
his mother , his old tutor and an old lady riding in his compartment on
the way back t o Cambridge.

The reveries and impressions are vivid.

60
The author presents Jacob as many different persons, depending on the
angle of vision.

All the places he has lived and the air he has breathed
30
have become his room.
There is no plot, no set description and no articulation of episodes

in Jacob's Room.

The moments are picked in spots of light.

is free, conversational and musical,

31

The style

as this passage illustrates:

11

You want to go to the Acropolis", said Jacob.
"Up here then 11 •
11
0ne will remember it all one's life", said Sandra.
"Yes 11 , said Jacob. "I wish you could have come in
the day time".
"This is more wonderful", said Sandra, waving her
hand. 32

The novel is operatic.

The opening pages, like the first bar of an

overture, make a direct assault upon the attention.

The curtain goes up.

Scene follows scene, character after character steps into the footlights,
recitative leads into aria.

There are duets, quartets or massed choruses,

action is delayed or carried surging forward; sometimes the music predominates; sometimes the singer; there is diversity, and there is unity.

3 oElizabeth Monroe, The Novel and Society.
sity of North Carolina Press, 1941), p. 199.

(Chapel Hill: The Univer-

31 Bernard Blackstone, Virginia Woolf: A Contemporary.
Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1949), p. 61.

32 woolf, Jacob's Room, p. 269.

(New York:
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Jacob is the center of this musical drama.
firmly there •

The author keeps him

It is the observer who continually changes position, sees

him through other eyes, in different places, at varying times; hears
voices that are not his.

For Jacob seldom speaks.

He is not seen

moving, the scene has been changed, the globe has been twirled; where
it stops, the author describes. 33
Incidents likely to be considered trivial in the conventional novel,
in this novel, reveal the character of the central figure.

His chance

meetings with his friends, his acceptance by the adult world, the arrangement of his room and the impression he makes on everyone he contacts, paints a portrait of Jacob.

This technique of novel development

differs from the usual novel in its use of the things that ordinarily cause
no concern while the usual novel is concerned with the external action of
its characters.

Jacob's Room is an excellent example of the revealing

of chance illuminations , the momentary impressions which fill the mind.
The novel is definitely reflective , the minor characters are minor
indeed, being only instruments through which the portrait of Jacob is
seen.

These characters appear as their paths cross Jacob's and vanish

33 Pippett, op. cit., pp. 147-149.
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when they no longer play a role in the drama of his life.

This is a novel

of mental adventure, built upon the emotions, and mental states of its
character.
~ - Dalloway is an experiment with time.

It is the mingling of pres-

ent experience and memory, for the most part in Clarissa Dalloway's
mind.

The obstensible action of the novel is in a single day.

As we fol-

low Mrs. Dalloway's activities through the course of this June day, we
observe her reactions to her household in Westminister, to her husband,
Richard, to her daughter, Elizabeth and to Peter Walsh, the old suitor,
who is just back from India.

Interwoven into these actualities is the even

more real world of the past, more real because it exists not only in it self, as the present does, but also in its consequences and its relations.
The scene is London after the wa r; but the scene is also Bourton in the
country, thirty years ago.

34

~ - Dalloway and To The Lighthouse are two novels which contain a
great deal of straight, conventional narration and description, but the interior monologue is used often enough to give the novels their special
character of •always being within the consciousness of the chief characters. 35

34

Blackstone, OJ:1. cit., p. 71.

35Robert Humphrey, Stream-of-Consciousness in the Modern Novel.
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1954), p. 31.

63
In practice, indirect interior monologue is usually combined with
another stream-of- consciousness technique - especially with description of consciousness.
logue.

Often it is combined with direct interior mono-

This combination of technique is especially suitable and natural,

for the author who uses indirect interior monologue may see fit to drop
out of the scene for a length of time, after he has introduced the reader
to the character's mind with enough additional remarks for them to proceed smoothly together.

It is this technique, indirect interior monologue,

that Virginia Woolf uses with great skill.

36

Mrs. Dalloway, is a composition of reverie and dialogue, with brief
snapshots of the outer aspects of people and things .

We have in this novel

the stream-of-consciousness and the stream of events.

There are long

reveries of Clarissa and of Peter, s hifting as they notice things about

them, or as a chance stimulus
with other people.

recalls a memory or as contact is made

When the characters are in groups, there is a symphony

or reverie and dialogue - what is drifting through their minds and what
they say aloud at the same moment.

36

37
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"But, thank you, Lucy, oh thank you" 1 said Mrs.
Dalloway and thank you, thank you, she went on
saying (sitting down on the sofa with her dress
over her knees, her scissors 1 her silk) 1 thank
you, thank you, she went on saying in gratitude
to her servants generally for helping her to be
like this• to be what she wanted, gentle, generous-hearted . . • . 38

Virginia Woolf1 in this novel 1 distills the essence of six lives into
a cross-section of time; a single day spent in the neighborhood of Bond
Street.

The personages stray into our ken as if by accident, a queer

junction of lives, each glimpsed by the process of instantaneous photography, and each trailing threads of his history, whereby we divine how
the past survives into the "present".

Such is reality in the Dalloway set-

momentary contacts bringing their own atmosphere of tragedy. comedy
and satire intermixed. 39
Mrs. Dalloway is more successful in the delineation of character because it employs a more delicate and complicated bechnique than Jacob's
Room.

Virginia Woolf is in complete control of her medium in this novel;

she makes a scrupulous pattern of consciousness, which she has explored
with subtlety and grace, holding the balance between revery and ob servation, and skillfully indicating the transition from one place to another.

38 Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway, p. 5 8.
3 9H. V. Routh English Literature~ Ideas in!!:.=. Twentieth Century.
1
(New York: Longmans 1 Green and Company, 1950), pp. 173-174.
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Time and place are circumscribed, the story covering one day, though
recapturing a whole lifetime in memory, and the movement in space is
limited to London.

The integrating principle is Mrs. Dalloway's per -

sonality - nothing unrelated to her is allowed to enter the story. 40

,!2 ~

Lighthouse is a poem in prose, a sustained and beautiful

revery over the movement of the interior life and the passing of time
and the importance of death.

The central figure of the novel is really

"time" itself, w hich change s but does not destroy the essence of life. 4 1
The changes caused by the passing of time and the predominance of
the inner consciousness are expressed in this passage of poetic prose.

Thinking no harm, for the family would not come,
never again some said, and the house would be
sold at Michealmas perhaps, Mrs. McNab stooped
and picked a bunch of flowers to take home with her.
She laid them on the table while she dusted. She was
fond of flowers. It was a pity to let them waste . . .
There it had stood all these years without a soul in
it. The books and things were moldy, for, what
with the war and help being hard to get , the house
h ad not been cleaned as she could have wished . . .
They had the moth in them - Mrs. Ramsey's things.
Poor lady J She would never want them again. She
was dead, they said; years ago, in London. There

40
41

Brewster, op. cit., p. 20_0.
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was the old grey coat she wore gardening (Mrs.
McNab fingered it) •.•
So she was dead; and Mr. Andrew killed; and Miss
Prue dead too, they said, with her first baby; but
everyone had lost someone these years . . • 4 z

T o ~ Lighthouse is technically the most perfect of the novels in
its command of the material presentation of the different themes, and
is also the most revealing about the life and character of the author.
The basic design o f ~ Waves is simple, its working out intricate.
There are six characters, whom we first meet as children when they
are together one stunmer in a country house.
speak to one another.

The characters never

We learn of their actions, their thoughts, their

relationships as we follow their fortunes.

Their faces are masks, so

that their souls may be revealed in a series of monologues, like the following:

"If I could believe" , said Rhoda, "that I should
gro w old in pursuit and change, I should be rid
of my fear; nothing persists . One moment does
not lead to another. The door opens and the
tiger leaps. You did not see me come. I circled round the chairs to avoid the horror of the
spring. I am afraid of you all •.•. 43

42
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There is no plot or action1 in the usual sense 1 in the novel.

The

passing of time is indicated by short descriptions 1 in italics, of the
sea and sky from dawn to dusk1 the human life span thus linked to one
day.

44

One such description ends with these words:

The wind rose. The waves drummed on the shore,
like turbaned warriors, like turbaned men in poisoned assegais who, whirling their arms on high,
advance upon the feeding flocks, the white sheep. 4 5

The external contacts of the characters are touched only lightly
being used to emphasize the essential inwardness of existence 1 even in
the b usy routines of modern civilization.

To enhance the contrast they

are all re-united at four stages in their progress, which symbolically
synchronize with the four stages of the year.

46

Virginia Woolf, in this

novel, has employed a unique method of washing away the unessential,
the external pales before the force of the internal.
The Waves is a series of poetically stylized dialogues or interior
monologues.

The basic unity is emphasized by the fact that all the char-

acters express themselves in the same style, in highly imagistic, deeply

44

Pippett, op. cit.

1

p. 290.

45 woolf, The Waves., p. 75.

46

Routh 1 op.~-, p. 1 75.
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rhythmical utterance that constantly is on the verge of becoming poetry.
Critics agree that this is Virginia Woolf's most brilliant and original
47
creation.

47

William Vaughn Moody, A History -5!! Englis h Literature.
Charles Scribner's Cons, 1956), p. 440.

(New York:

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Through much realistic and some romantic fiction runs the streamof-consciousness, most familiar of the art forms in which the novelist
seeks to reveal and elucidate individual personality and to reproduce
the actual sensations of living.

The term is used broadly for a techni-

que that has developed within a quarter of a century and has branched
into many variations and extensions of method, all more or less experimental in their invention or adaptation of novel modes or expression,
their endeavor by a different use of words to convey unformulated significances, to register sensory impressions, or to transmit states of consciousness.
Interpretation of character by means of modern psychology and the
principles of psychoanalysis has become a basic element in contemporary
fiction.

Such interpretation has of course, particular application to the

detailed, subjective study of life experiences, so that much fiction concerned with character analysis and with biographic narrative centers on
the inner experience of the mind, on the effort to probe and record the
mingling of the past and present - of what has been, what is, and what
is becoming , in the individual consciousness.

In its full range this

stream-of-consciousness fiction represents a three-fold endeavor that
may be carried out separately or in a combined manifestation.

Most

70
significant perhaps, is the purpose to reveal the effect upon our conscious life of unconscious limitations, powers impulses, terrors, that

.
are stored deep down under our sentient
selves. 1
The stream-of-consciousness novel has been defined and conceded
to be a psychological novel, differing greatly in the author's position.
In the old psychological novels, the omniscient author was nearly always
addressing an audience.

Perhaps for the purposes of fiction, it can be

said, in the old psychological novels we are nearly always seated face
to face with the author; it is he who is looking out of the window and telling us what he sees.

We can only see that which he tells us he sees, and

only what he chooses to describe to us.

However, much as we may want

to take a look ourselves, we cannot because the omniscient author is occupying the choice seat.

But he is so marvelous a story-teller, when he

knows what he is doing that he almost makes us forget he is there and
succeeds in weaving his spell over us to that we feel we are looking with
him, at the world beyond the window.

He knows that world so well!

He

knows all the intimate secrets of his characters, and their thoughts at
given moments and why they act in certain ways.

1 Helen E. Haines, What's In A Novel.
Press, 1942), p. 24.

He often digresses to

(New York: Columbia University
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give his own moral reflections and his own judgments of the people to
whom he has introduced us. 2
The major purpose of Virginia Woolf is the communication through
fiction of a sense of reality, but her conception of reality differs fundamentally from the realism of such novelists as Arnold Bennett and John
Galsworthy.

She believed that reality as distinct from realism, is an

inward subjective awareness, and that to communicate a sense of it the
novelist must abandon the attempt to construct an external world b rick
by brick and devote himself to the building up of character through the
complexity of consciousness.

3

She had the courage to break away from

the bonds of convention and write freely and truly as she felt.

She was

free, free of convention, free of financial need and a slave to no tradition.

The statement by Mary E. Kelsey seems quite to the point:

Virginia Woolf's essays reveal a mind possessing
keeness of penetration, lucidity of expression,
balance and sanity of judgment and an amazing
swiftness. It is a mind saturated with respect for
all thought with an amazing sense of the vitality of
the past. It is a mind of direct perceptions and

2

Leon Edel, The Psychological Novel: 1900-1950. (New York: J. B.
Lippincott Co~ny, 1955), pp. 208-211.
____
_ _ _ _and
__
_____
_ __
3 Gor d on H • G ero uld , The _
Patterns
of_English
American
Fiction.
(Boston: D. C. Heath and Company, 1942), p. 438.
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relentless logic. The clear, dry light of the
Eighteenth Century pervades all. 4

To suit her purpose she has made the novel an instrument of her
own shaping, cutting loose from the traditional English emphasis, which
seems to her to miss the true ebb and flow of life.

She found that in the

life of the individual consciousness as it touches and is affected by the
life currents which flow about it.

She is concerned with "states of mind"

with the subjective, which seems to her the only avenue by which a novelist can explore the meaning of life.

Like James Joyce she deals often

with what might be called man's multiple consciousness, his habit of
thin.king or feeling on several levels of consciousness at once.

There is

the expressed thought, or behind the dominant feeling, and behind these
in the lower levels of consciousness, a whole battery of half-thoughts
and half-feelings, imperfectly formed and full of glancing implications
and overtones which she believes, are not only the clues to individual
character but are also the approximation of our common humanity.

The

concrete and the particular are for her, then, only an approach to, or
rather a symbol of, the universal.

Her use of details to create this ef-

feet is a form of expressionistic art.

4 stanley J. Kunitz, Twentieth Century Authors.
Wilson, 1942), pp. 1548-1550.

(New York: H. W.
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It would seem, then, that Virginia Woolf's position in modern
English Literature is important for three reasons : She is an innovator
in the field of the novel to whom no one can afford to be indifferent.
Her style is a close approximation to poetry without, for the most part,
becoming incomprehensible.

Her grace and fluidity and psychological

subtlety, it appears, will give permanent value to her work, even it
the technique should be discontinued later.

Authorities reveal that she

has had more influence on her generation than other experimental writers, in part because her home brought her into the main current of
English Literature; her marriage to Leonard Woolf and her position as
head of the Bloomsbury literary group provided her with an environment
conducive to experimentation, and the scope of her work and its comparative freedom from difficulty have given a wide vogue to her ideas.

The

general modes of Virginia Woolf's technique seem to have become the
common property of young writers all over England and America. 5
The writer has attempted to show that whatever opinion is held about
the success of Virginia Woolf's attempt to extend the boundaries of English
fiction - and certainly she was richly equipped for the task - the style with
which she clothes impartially, the ruminations of her characters is

5

Elizabeth Monroe, The Novel and Society.
of North Carolina Pre;;:- 1941), ;:-192.

(Chapel Hill: The University
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unflaggingly brilliant in a fluid, abundant manner, highly charged with an
imagery verging upon the poetic.

She typifies the sincere effort of the

contemporary novelist who is not satisfied with the convenient or apparent show of things and who labors, however, confusingly at times, to
b ring a new vitality into fiction.
No higher honor can be paid Virginia Woolf's novels than is found
in the lines of Elizabeth Monroe, who says, "the outlines of this universe
are not fixed but are constantly merging into dream or vision, the outer
world dissolved by the intensity of emotion, or deliberately set aside in
favor of an inner world where man's real life lies buried".

6

m any who have read her novels, are almost certain to agree.

6

1bid. , p. 188.

With t his,
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